Unusual number and genomic organization of Hox genes in the tunicate Ciona intestinalis.
Hox genes are organized in genomic clusters. In all organisms where their role has been studied, Hox genes determine developmental fate along the antero-posterior axis. Hence, these genes represent an ideal system for the understanding of relationships between the number and expression of genes and body organization. We report in this paper that the ascidian Ciona intestinalis genome appears to contain a single Hox gene complex which shows absence of some of the members found in all chordates investigated up to now. Furthermore, the complex appears to be either unusually long or split in different subunits. We speculate that such an arrangement of Hox genes does not correspond to the chordate primordial cluster but occurred independently in the ascidian lineage.